There is growing evidence that higher education institutions no longer provide the lowstress environment they once did (Gillespie, Walsh, Winefield, Dua, & Stough, 2001; Winefield, Gillespie, Stough, Dua, & Hapuararchchi, 2002; Winefield & Jarrett, 2001 ). Higher education institutions face an overload of demands but have an undersupply of response capabilities, especially concerning finances (Viljoen & Rothmann, 2002) .
According to Davis (1996) , the main characteristics of a higher education institution as a work organisation are its two distinct social structures: (a) academic staff, and (b) nonacademic administrative and support staff. The two constituencies rarely have similar jobs and supervisory structures, and this gives rise to significantly different employee problems and concerns. Support staff play an important role in the creation and development of knowledge and innovation in higher education institutions (Gillespie et al., 2001) . The term support staff is used in this article to refer to all the non-academic staff employed within the higher education sector -including staff in academic support, administrative support, and technical areas.
It appears that support personnel in higher education institutions experience different problems from academic staff members (Smewing & Cox, 1998) . For example, it seems that many of the pressures on academic and senior support staff are passed on to secretarial and administrative employees, who are required to take on more duties and work for a greater number of people. This produces problems with regard to their control of workflow, deadlines, and conflicting pressures. In addition, they are required to use new technology -sometimes without adequate training and often in circumstances where the people they work for do not understand the complexities of the tasks involved. For technical staff, there appears to be an increasing workload, yet many feel that their knowledge and expertise are no longer recognised or utilised effectively. For managerial staff, there is increasing pressure to stay at work beyond normal office hours.
Support staff at higher education institutions have been largely overlooked in recent literature when the issues of quality service, stress, and burnout have come under scrutiny (Pitman, 2000) . This is not surprising, for the following reasons: First, higher education institutions remain focused on teaching and research, with the administrative tasks existing to facilitate these aims. Second, most published studies have been done by academics, who focus on those areas that concern them most. The role of higher education support staff and their stress and burnout levels have thus largely been ignored. Banata and Kuh (1998, p. 41) have drawn attention to this oversight, stating: 'A faculty cannot by itself accomplish the higher education institution's objectives for a student's intellectual and personal development; it needs the cooperation of others who work with students where students spend the majority of their time. ' In recent studies, several key factors were identified that are commonly associated with stress and burnout among support staff and academic staff. These are work overload, time constraints, lack of promotion opportunities, inadequate recognition, inadequate salaries, changing job roles, inadequate management, inadequate resources and funding, and student interaction (Armour, Caffarella, Fuhrmann, & Wergin, 1987; Blix, Cruise, Mitchell, & Blix, 1994; Gillespie et al., 2001; Winefield & Jarrett, 2001) . Support staff indicated that occupational stress impacted on them both professionally and personally (Gillespie et al., 2001) .
Since the effectiveness and health of staff members at institutions of higher education are important in delivering quality service (by which the higher education institution is evaluated), burnout and ill health, and their causes, should be investigated. It is essential to identify the stressors that the staff members experience and to search for variables that lessen the impact of these stressors.
The objective of this study was to assess the relationships between job characteristics, dispositional optimism, burnout, and ill health amongst support staff in a higher education institution.
BURNOUT, JOB CHARACTERISTICS, OPTIMISM, AND ILL HEALTH
Burnout, a negative work-related psychological state that is primarily characterised by mental exhaustion, has been intensively studied during the past 25 years (Schaufeli, 2003; Shirom, 2003) . Burnout in individuals is a result of long-term involvement in situations that are demanding. Schaufeli and Enzmann (1998, p. 36) define burnout as 'a persistent, negative, work-related state of mind in "normal" individuals that is primarily characterised by exhaustion'. Recently, Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach, and Jackson (1996) developed the Maslach Burnout Inventory-General Survey (MBI-GS), an adapted version of the original MBI for use outside the human services. The MBI-GS measures burnout. According to Schaufeli et al. (1996) , burnout incorporates the following three dimensions: (a) exhaustion, which refers to the depletion or draining of emotional resources and feelings of being overextended; (b) cynicism, which refers to negative, callous or excessively detached responses to various aspects of the job; and (c) professional efficacy, which refers to a feeling of competence, productivity, and achievement at work. However, Schaufeli, Salanova, González-Romá, and Bakker (2002) and Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) observe a core burnout factor consisting of exhaustion and cynicism. They found that professional efficacy loaded on an extended work engagement factor.
Burnout is an individual experience that is specific to the work context (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001) . Various possible causes of burnout have been investigated, such as individual characteristics, which include demographic characteristics, personality characteristics, and job attitudes (Maslach et al., 2001) . Other situational factors, such as job and organisational characteristics, have also been researched as possible causes of burnout (Maslach et al., 2001) . Based on the holistic model of work wellness (Nelson & Simmons, 2003) , burnout could be regarded as an outcome of stress. This model incorporates a broad range of job demands and a lack of resources (stressors) and individual difference variables that may be salient for cognitive appraisal and coping.
Job characteristics are the specific tasks that make up an individual's job, and are also referred to as 'task content factors' (Cooper, Dewe, & O'Driscoll, 2001 ). According to Maslach et al. (2001) , job characteristics can be divided into job demands and lack of resources. The Job Demand-Resources (JD-R) model (Demerouti, Nachreiner, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2001) proposes that burnout follows two processes. In the first process, job demands lead to exhaustion, which may cause ill health, and in the second process, a lack of resources leads to withdrawal -and eventually to disengagement. Job demands refer to those physical, social, or organisational aspects of the job that require sustained physical or mental energy (Demerouti et al., 2001 ). Quantitative workload is the amount of work required and the time frame in which the work must be done, while qualitative workload refers to the sources of psychological strain, and is associated with workers' affective reactions to their jobs (Cooper et al., 2001) . Job resources are those physical, psychological, social, or organisational aspects of the job that may be functional in achieving work goals, reducing job demands, and stimulating personal growth and development (Demerouti et al., 2001) . Various researchers (e.g., Demerouti et al., 2001; Lee & Ashfort, 1996) found support for the JD-R model.
The effects of stressors on individuals depend on whether the individual possesses high or low levels of a specific personality attribute (Cooper et al., 2001) . Various moderators exist that may possibly influence job-related strain and burnout in the stressor-strain relationship. Baron and Kenny (1986) define a moderator as a variable that affects the direction or strength of the relationship between an independent or predictor variable and a dependent or criterion variable. This study focuses on the moderating effect of dispositional optimism on the job characteristics-burnout-health relationship.
According to Carver and Scheier (2002) , expectancy-value theories underlie optimism and pessimism. The first conceptual element of expectancy-value theories is behaviour, which is organised around the pursuit of goals. Goals are states or actions that people view as either desirable or undesirable. People try to match their behaviours with what they see as desirable, and they try to keep away from what they see as undesirable. The more important a goal is to someone, the greater its value will be with regard to the person's motivation. The second conceptual element in expectancy-value theories is expectancy -a sense of confidence or doubt about the attainability of the goal value. If the person lacks confidence, there will be no action. When people are confident about an eventual outcome, effort will continue even in the face of adversity.
In this study, optimism is defined as a generalised expectancy that the future will be good, while pessimism is the generalised expectancy that the future will be bad (Carver & Scheier, 2002) . Optimism and pessimism influence people's subjective experiences when confronting problems, and they influence the actions people engage in to try to deal with these problems. When optimists confront adversity, they expect positive outcomes (resulting in a mix of feelings that is relatively positive). Pessimists, on the other hand, expect negative outcomes (which should yield a greater tendency to negative feelings). According to Carver and Scheier (2002) , optimism confers a resistance to the development of depressive symptoms and contributes to subjective well-being after major life changes. Given, Stommel, Given, Osuch, Kurtz, and Kurtz (1993) found that the optimism of the caregivers of a group of cancer patients was related to lower symptoms of depression, and a reduced impact of their work on physical health.
According to Carver and Scheier (2002) , people who are confident about the future exert continuing effort, even when dealing with adversity. People who are doubtful are more likely to try to push the adversity away, as though they can somehow escape it by wishful thinking. Therefore, optimists make use of approach coping strategies, formulate action plans, and keep their minds on the task at hand. Pessimists use avoidance coping strategies and are less likely to make efforts to ensure their well-being. According to Fry (1995) , optimists approach daily hassles differently from pessimists.
Chronic stress can lead to physical ill health symptoms such as a weakened immune system with increased short-and long-term illness, ulcers, heart palpitations, hyperventilation, headaches, and even colds and flu (Kirkcaldy, Cooper, & Ruffalo, 1995) . Psychological ill health includes emotional reactions, depression, and anxiety (Anderson, Litzenberger, & Plecas, 2002) . According to Maslach and Leiter (1997) , physical problems, such as headaches, gastro-intestinal illness, high blood pressure, muscle tension, and chronic fatigue are caused by burnout. McEwen (1998) found that inadequate recuperation after acts of straining is a mediating mechanism in the relationship between stress and ill health.
METHOD

Research design
A survey was used to achieve the research objectives.
Participants
The total population of the support staff at a higher education institution (N = 600) was targeted to participate in the study. The sample consisted of the staff members who had responded to the questionnaires (n = 334). The characteristics of the participants are shown in Table 1 . Table 1 shows that more than two-thirds of the sample were females (69.82%). Most of the participants were married (64.26%). The home language of most of the participants was Afrikaans (69.07%) and nearly half (42.94%) only studied to the maximum of Grade 12.
Measuring instruments
The following measuring instruments were used in this study:
The Maslach Burnout Inventory-General Survey (MBI-GS) (Schaufeli et al., 1996) was used to measure burnout. Two subscales of the MBI-GS were used in this study, namely Exhaustion (five items; e.g., 'I feel used up at the end of the workday') and Cynicism (five items; e.g., 'I have become less enthusiastic about my work'). Internal consistencies (Cronbach's coefficient alphas) reported by Schaufeli et al. (1996) varied from 0.87 to 0.89 for Exhaustion, and from 0.73 to 0.84 for Cynicism. Test-retest reliabilities after one year were 0.65 (Exhaustion) and 0.60 (Cynicism) (Schaufeli et al., 1996) . All items were scored on a 7-point frequency rating scale ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (daily). Structural equation modelling was used to test the measurement model of burnout. Two models were tested -a one-factor model and a two-factor model (consisting of Exhaustion and Cynicism). The two-factor model (χ² = 96.99, df = 34, p < 0.01) fitted the data better than the onefactor model (χ² Difference = 120.89, df = 1, p < 0.01). Although the χ² of the two-factor model was statistically significant, the other fit indices showed acceptable fit (χ²/df = 2.85, GFI = 0.95, AGFI = 0.91, NFI = 0.91, TLI = 0.92, CFI = 0.94 and RMSEA = 0.08). However, one item of the MBI-GS, Item 13, showed a low standardised regression weight on Cynicism, and was therefore removed from the analysis. The adapted model, which consisted of nine items, showed an acceptable fit (χ²/df = 2.77, GFI = 0.96, AGFI = 0.92, NFI = 0.93, TLI = 0.94, CFI = 0.96 and RMSEA = 0.07). The two factors were relatively strongly related (r = 0.66).
The Job Characteristics Inventory (JCI) was developed by the authors to measure job demands and job resources. The JCI consists of 43 items. The questions are rated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (always). The dimensions of the JCI include pace and amount of work, mental load, emotional load, opportunities to learn, independence in work, relationships with colleagues, relationship with immediate supervisors, ambiguities about work, information, communication, participation, remuneration, and career possibilities. A principal component analysis was carried out on the 43 items of the JCI. The scree plot showed that four factors, which explained 45.98% of the total variance, could be extracted. A principal factor analysis with a varimax rotation was conducted. Factor 1 was labelled Organisational support, and included items about support of colleagues and supervisors, role clarity, feedback, and communication. Factor 2 was labelled Overload, and included items about pace and amount of work, quantitative overload, and emotional overload. Factor 3 was labelled Growth opportunities, and included items concerning variety, autonomy, opportunities for growth, and control in the job. Factor 4 was labelled Advancement, and included items about salary and promotion opportunities in the job.
Three items of the Life Orientation Test-Revised (LOT-R) (Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994) were used to measure dispositional optimism and to assess generalised outcome expectancies. The items enquire about the person's general expectations regarding the favourability of future outcomes (e.g., 'I hardly ever expect things to go my way', and 'I'm always optimistic about my future'). The original Life Orientation Test (Scheier & Carver, 1985) as well as the LOT-R had a two-factor structure (optimism and pessimism). Follow-up analyses have demonstrated a one-factor structure, indicating that the LOT-R measures a continuum of high, average, and low optimism/pessimism (Scheier et al., 1994) . The LOT-R measures on a scale ranging from 5 (strongly agree) to 1 (strongly disagree). The LOT-R was found to have adequate internal consistency (α = 0.78) and good convergent and discriminant validity (Scheier et al., 1994) .
The Health Questionnaire that forms part of the ASSET Organisational Stress Screening Tool (Cooper & Cartwright, 1994 ) was used to measure physical and psychological health. The questionnaire assesses the respondents' level of health. A simple principal component analysis that was carried out on the 17 items of the Health subscales of the ASSET resulted in two factors, which explained 50.79% of the variance. A principal factor analysis with a direct oblimin rotation was conducted on the 17 items. The two related factors (r = 0.54) that were extracted were labelled Physical ill health (six items) and Psychological ill health (11 items). Johnson and Cooper (2003) report good convergent validity for the scale.
Statistical analysis
The statistical analysis was carried out by means of the SPSS programme (SPSS Inc., 2003) . Exploratory factor analyses were carried out to prepare the data for the purpose of testing the structural model in this study. Cronbach's alpha coefficients were used to assess the internal consistency of the measuring instruments (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994) . Pearson product moment correlation coefficients were used to specify the relationships between the variables. In cases where the distribution of scores was skew, Spearman correlation coefficients were computed. A cut-off point of 0.30 was set for the practical significance of correlation coefficients (Cohen, 1988) .
Structural equation modelling (SEM) methods, as implemented by AMOS (Arbuckle, 1997) , were used to test the structural model of ill health, using the maximum likelihood method (Byrne, 2001) . Hypothesised relationships in the structural model are tested empirically for goodness of fit with the sample data. The chi-square (χ 2 ) and several other goodness-of-fit indices summarise the degree of correspondence between the implied and observed covariance matrices (Byrne, 2001 ). The following goodness-of-fit-indices were used as adjuncts to the chi-square statistics: (a) Goodness-of-Fit Index 
RESULTS
Descriptive statistics
The descriptive statistics and alpha coefficients of the measuring instruments' scales are given in Table 2 . Table 2 shows that the alpha coefficients of all the scales except one (Optimism) are highly acceptable compared to the guideline of 0.70 (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994) . It is evident from Table 2 that most of the measuring instruments' scales have relatively normal distributions, with low skewness and kurtosis. Although the alpha coefficient of Optimism (0.65) was marginally below the cut-off point, it was decided to retain it in the analyses.
Correlations
The Pearson correlation coefficients between burnout, job characteristics, optimism, and ill health are presented in Table 3 . Table 3 indicates that Exhaustion is positively related to Cynicism (large effect). Exhaustion is also related to Overload, Organisational support, and Physical ill health (medium effects), and Psychological ill health (large effect). Cynicism is positively related to Psychological ill health (medium effect) and negatively related to Growth opportunities and Organisational support (both medium effects). Optimism is practically significantly and negatively related to Psychological ill health (large effect).
Moderating effect of dispositional optimism
Next, the possible moderating effects of optimism on Exhaustion and Cynicism were tested. A two-step multiple regression analysis was conducted with the variables in their continuous form. In the first step, the predictor (i.e., Overload) and moderator (i.e., Optimism) were entered into the regression equation, followed by their interaction in the second step. The interaction term is represented by the product of the two main effects (i.e., Optimism × Overload) (Aiken & West, 1991) . Also, in line with these authors, the independent variable and the moderator were centred before testing for the significance of the interaction term. The results of a multiple regression analysis with Exhaustion as dependent variable are reported in Table 4 . Note: * p < 0.01 Overload and (low) Optimism explained 21% of the variance in Exhaustion, Organisational support and Optimism explained 15%, Growth opportunities and Optimism explained 12%, and Advancement and Optimism explained 9%. However, the interaction terms were not statistically significant, and in all the models R 2 did not increase significantly when the interaction terms were entered. These results show that job demands, job resources, and optimism contribute directly to exhaustion. However, optimism did not moderate the effects of job demands and job resources on exhaustion.
The results of a multiple regression analysis with Cynicism as dependent variable are reported in Table 5 . Note: * p < 0.01
Overload and (low) Optimism explained 5% of the variance in Cynicism, Organisational support and Optimism explained 16%, Growth opportunities and Optimism explained 23%, and Advancement and Optimism explained 6%. However, the interaction terms were not statistically significant, and in all the models R 2 did not increase significantly when the interaction terms were entered. These results show that job demands, job resources, and optimism contribute directly to cynicism. However, optimism did not interact with job demands and job resources in affecting cynicism.
Structural model of ill health
To prepare the data for the purpose of testing a structural model of ill health of support staff, exploratory factor analyses were carried out on the scales of the MBI-GS, JCI, as well as the Health scale using SPSS (SPSS Inc., 2003) . First, a simple principal component analysis was conducted on the two scales of the MBI-GS. One factor with an eigenvalue larger than one (which explained 75% of the total variance) was extracted. Next, the three factors of the JCI were subjected to a second-order principal component analysis. Two factors, which explained 72.28% of the variance, were extracted. Since the factors were not highly related (r = -0.05), it was decided to use principal factor analysis with a varimax rotation to extract the factors. Overload (loading = 0.97) formed the first factor (labelled Job demands), while Growth opportunities (0.89), Organisational support (0.80), and Advancement (l0.62) formed the second factor (labelled Job resources). Finally, the Health subscales of the ASSET were subjected to a second-order principal component analysis. One factor with an eigenvalue larger than one (which explained 81.20% of the total variance) was extracted.
Three of the four dimensions (namely job resources, burnout, and ill health) were covered by at least two scales. For each of these three dimensions a latent variable was specified on which the corresponding scales loaded, separating random measurement error from true score variance. For job demands there was only one indicator, meaning that in this case there was a one-to-one correspondence between the manifest variable (scale) and the underlying latent dimension. Correlations among a one-indicator latent variable and other latent variables may be biased (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 2002) . Therefore, a procedure proposed by Bagozzi and Heatherton (1994) was followed, in which a one-factor model was fitted for all items measuring job demands. Second, separate indicators for the scale were formed by selecting items on the basis of their loadings, alternating items with high and low loadings. In this way, two parcels of items were created for job demands (namely overload 1 and overload 2).
Next, the hypothesised relationships were tested with SEM methods, using AMOS (Arbuckle, 1997) . The proposed model, including the hypothesised relationships, was tested with SEM analysis. The results indicated that the model did fit the data adequately, with χ 2 = 84.96, GFI = 0.96, RMSEA = 0.09, CFI = 0.93, IFI = 0.93, and NFI = 0.91. The RMSEA value is higher than the recommended value of 0.05, although it is not higher than 0.10, which would have been unacceptable (Browne & Cudeck, 1993) . The final model is presented in Figure 1 . As can be seen there, the paths from job demands and job resources to burnout are significant. This means that job demands (such as overload) and a lack of job resources (such as organisational support, growth opportunities, and advancement) increase employees' levels of exhaustion and cynicism. Burnout mediates the relationship between job demands and job resources on the one hand, and (physical and psychological) ill health on the other hand. Support staff members of higher education institutions who perceive low job demands (overload) and high job resources (organisational support, growth opportunities, and advancement opportunities), are least likely to display burnout and ill health. 
DISCUSSION
The aim of this study was to investigate the relationships between burnout, health, job characteristics, and dispositional optimism of support staff in a higher education institution in the North West Province. A good fit was found for a model in which job demands and a lack of job resources predicted burnout (exhaustion and cynicism), which leads to physical and psychological health problems. Dispositional optimism did not interact with job demands or a lack of job resources to affect exhaustion or cynicism, but had a direct effect on exhaustion and cynicism of participants.
The results of this study showed that exhaustion is strongly related to cynicism, which is associated with having negative, callous, or detached responses to various aspects of the job. This confirms previous findings (e.g., Maslach et al., 2001) . Exhaustion was moderately related to overload and a lack of organisational support. Exhaustion and cynicism were negatively related to optimism and positively related to physical and psychological ill health. Cynicism was moderately related to a lack of growth opportunities and organisational support. These findings confirm the results of previous studies. For example, Cooper et al. (2001) found that work overload contributes to burnout. In addition, a lack of job resources for employees causes exhaustion and eventually leads to ill health. According to Maslach (2000) , perceived stressors (job characteristics) lead to emotional reactions, which, in turn, lead to physical and psychological ill health. These results confirm the findings of Maslach et al. (2001) and Cooper et al. (2001) that burnout is related to job demands and a lack of resources.
Burnout, which consists of exhaustion and cynicism, was positively related to job demands and a lack of job resources. Job demands refer to the pace and amount of work, mental load, and emotional load. Job resources refer to three aspects, namely growth opportunities, organisational support, and advancement. Growth opportunities included variety, autonomy, opportunities for growth, and control in the job. Organisational support included relationships with colleagues, relationships with supervisors, role clarity, information, participation, and communication. Advancement included remuneration and career opportunities (e.g., promotion). The structural model provides support for the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001) . According to this model, job demands (overload) exhaust the employee's energy reserves. A lack of job resources (including growth opportunities, organisational support, and advancement) contributes to cynicism. Moreover, lacking resources precludes dealing effectively with high job demands and fosters mental withdrawal or disengagement. Job demands (0.41) and job resources (-0.52) showed a strong relationship with burnout (38% of the variance explained). Burnout was related relatively strongly (0.78) to ill health (60% of the variance explained). Burnout also mediated the relationship between job demands and job resources, on the one hand, and ill health on the other.
Optimism did not moderate the effect of job demands and a lack of job resources on burnout. However, a lack of optimism seems to contribute independently to exhaustion and cynicism. Chang, Rand, and Strunk (2000) also found that optimism predicts burnout (and specifically exhaustion), even after the effects of stress were controlled for. Optimism probably promotes wellness through its role in more positive appraisals of challenges posed by a lack of job resources (see Nelson & Simmons, 2003) .
In conclusion, it seems that the JD-R model is a useful model in managing and preventing burnout of support staff in a higher education institution. However, a limitation of this study was that a cross-sectional design was used, which makes it difficult to prove the causality of relationships between the variables. Furthermore, the internal consistency of the scale that measured dispositional optimism was lower than the recommended value of 0.70, which could have influenced its relationship with other variables.
RECOMMENDATIONS
Higher education institutions should attend to the stressors of their support staff. The results suggest key areas for intervention in the workplace. First, the results suggest that interventions aimed at decreasing the workload of support personnel (such as job redesign, flexible work schedules, and goal setting) should lead to a decrease in exhaustion and cynicism experienced by staff. Second, interventions aimed at job resources could contribute to lower exhaustion and cynicism. Specific areas of intervention include participative management, increasing social support, and team building. Third, interventions directed at increasing optimism (e.g., cognitive-behavioural therapy) should be implemented.
Longitudinal research on the causal relationships between burnout, health, job characteristics, and optimism of support staff at higher education institutions in South Africa should be undertaken.
